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For Moishe’s Bagel, whose music is the beginning of this story.
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Prelude

I still remember everything, the warm night, the rows of seats, all taken, and mine right at the front. Music filled the darkened room, overflowing through open windows on to the streets of a small Welsh town. It doesn’t matter now what Klezmer tune it was that made us restless on our chairs, or pulled some people to their feet and had them dancing in those narrow spaces. What matters is the moment when two steps took the violin player to the front of the stage, and all the other instruments, accordion, piano, drums and double bass, fell silent. For that is when I heard the violin speak for the first time, with a voice powerful enough to open pores and unbuckle joints, and a shocking intimacy that left us all stupid with longing for emotions larger, wilder, sadder and more joyful than we had ever known. And after the applause faded and the lights came up, my old friend Rhoda turned her laughing face to me and said ‘How dare he speak to us like that? We’re married women!’

As we left the building I saw the violin player standing outside and so I went straight over to pass on Rhoda’s joke, explaining she was an old friend in every sense, being well over eighty at that time. I suppose I expected him to laugh and move on, but instead he drew me aside and muttered something about what he called his violin’s ‘mongrel history’, as if this could be an explanation, or perhaps even an excuse, for the seductive depth and unsettling power of its music. ‘I’ve been told it was made in Italy at the beginning of the eighteenth century,’ he said, ‘but it came here from Russia. Everybody calls it Lev’s violin, after the guy who owned it before me.’ An Italian violin called Lev? It could hardly have been more unlikely. Then he turned away, saying ‘Have a look if you like,’ and pointing at the case leaning against the wall beside me. When I opened it and looked inside, my immediate impression was of an object so weathered and streamlined that it looked like something you might find on the tideline of a beach, a bit of driftwood perhaps, a water-worn pebble or the sleek remains of some sea creature. Glancing at violins in the past, I had always perceived them as a mix of curves and corners, their crisp edges accentuated by a dark line of inlaid wood. But life had worn away the edges and knocked the corners off Lev’s violin, so that in places its seams were almost flush with its sides, as if music lapping at its outline for centuries had eroded them like a fragile coastline.

Lying in its case, it looked as inanimate as some small piece of furniture, but then I bent down to pick it up. I had probably held more birds than stringed instruments at that time in my life, and the feeling reminded me of scooping a hen from its perch, its small body always so much lighter than I expect, and pulsing with life. Hens smell of hen, but Lev’s violin had a strong, human scent, an intimate residue of sweat left by generations of musicians. Until then I had thought of violins as precision instruments, bright with varnish that caught the light and played with it, as if they were determined to be seen. But this violin was a very quiet matt brown, and it wore a history of mishaps on its body, a labourer’s uniform of dark scars and deep scratches as expressive as the lines on an old face.

Looking down, I realized I was holding the violin like a newborn child, supporting the back of its head with one hand, and its body with the other. But it was no baby. Its life already spanned centuries, it had been worn to the bone by countless years of hard work, and had travelled the world alongside generations of musicians, living with them in close and urgent proximity. After years of hard service, its body was ingrained with the DNA of everyone who had ever played it, so it felt as if I was holding much more than an instrument in my hands. It must have absorbed the anxiety of its players along with the grease from their fingertips, responded to their different bows and bowing techniques, to the tone of their muscles and the tone of their voices. Over the centuries it had made infinitesimal shifts in its own structure to accommodate the peculiarities of every new player and the emotions and ideals of each new era, so that it had become a physical record of all those people’s lives, of the journeys they made and the music they played.

I am not sure how long I had been standing there before the violin player reappeared, now with a pint in one hand and a roll-up in the other. ‘It was actually made in Cremona,’ he said, ‘but when I took it to be valued I was told that it’s absolutely worthless.’ I have never been able to forget these words. In those days I knew so little about violins and the way they are valued that I would have been better placed to value a dog or a cake. Nevertheless, even I knew that the small Italian city of Cremona was home to Antonio Stradivari, and I also knew – as everyone does – that Stradivarius violins are some of the most valuable instruments in the world. To say your violin comes from Cremona is to award it the highest pedigree available to a stringed instrument, and I was outraged to think that Lev’s violin, with its exalted provenance, long history and wonderful voice, could be deemed worthless. In fact, hearing ‘Cremona’ and ‘worthless’ in the same sentence was almost as unsettling as the vigorous and passionate voice I had heard coming from the violin’s scarred old body.

If the fiddle player had told me his instrument came from anywhere else in the world, I might have remembered for a year or so the sensation of holding it, replayed the sound of its beautiful voice in my head for a while, and then forgotten all about it. But here’s the thing, I have loved Italy ever since I was an adolescent, and I have worked there, in one way or another, for much of my adult life, either leading tours or doing the research for books and magazine articles. And yet despite years of travelling backwards and forwards, years spent looking over my shoulder at Italian history, I had never been to Cremona. I knew nothing about the violins that made it famous, and I was just as ignorant about the music they played. Standing on the dark street that night, I was curious about these things for the first time.

Now the crowd began to thin as people called out their goodnights and walked away, but the violin player seemed in no hurry to leave. I kept him company for a little longer while he finished his cigarette. My mind raced with the thought of all the stories encrypted in the modest creature I still cradled in my hands, stories that promised to take me to entirely new places in the country I had known for so long, new destinations in the familiar landscape of Italian history, new territories to discover and explore. Eventually, I handed back the violin and we said goodnight. But as I walked off into the dark, I had a powerful sense of having left something fragile and very precious behind, and I had to fight an impulse to run back and look for it. And if I had run back, what would I have found? Only the empty pavement where we had stood, or perhaps the musician still standing beside the violin, which was certainly fragile and very precious to him, but nothing to do with me.

When I tell you I found myself thinking about the violin again and again over that summer, you will imagine I hadn’t enough to think about, but actually it was a particularly busy time. Or you may suppose it wasn’t the violin that distracted me, but the memory of its player, with his gorgeous face and passionate music, but that’s not so. Our meeting had coincided with a sad, strange moment in my life, because my mother had just died and we were emptying the house of her possessions, uprooting objects that flourished there throughout my childhood and setting them adrift to search for new homes. Many of them had their own stories, stories I thought I knew because I had heard them again and again over the years. Now that both my parents were gone, I realized I had never listened, so that some of those tales were already lost for ever. This sadness made the stories I sensed hovering around Lev’s violin seem even more intriguing and precious.

In the days and weeks that followed I found myself imagining the wide piazzas and narrow streets of Cremona, where winter fog would settle like a lid. I started to people the city by reading books about famous Cremonese violin-makers, and I was soon enthralled by the way they had transformed the violin from a gentle newborn into the powerful and technically brilliant instrument that has never been surpassed in four hundred years. And then I got lucky because someone offered me a few days’ work in Milan, only a short train ride from Cremona. I jumped at the chance to go, already planning to steal time afterwards in the hometown of Lev’s violin.
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Child of Many Fathers

Cremona and the Modern Violin

I arrived as the sun went down, and customers in crowded bars were spilling out on to broad piazzas to sip Aperol spritz the colour of sunset. The violin makers’ workshops in the narrow streets were closed, but there were plenty of instruments displayed in their windows, their rich, golden-brown varnish catching the sun’s last rays. I was riding a bike grown old and lame from clattering over those cobbled streets. It belonged to my landlady in Cremona and it had a broken basket and a hooter that didn’t hoot, a dry chain and slipping gears, but it carried me all over the city at a steady pace, its squeaky commentary unfolding with every turn of the pedals. It was rush hour and I had already been overtaken by a Franciscan friar pedalling at manic speed, and again by a woman with a small spaniel fast asleep in her bike basket. Anyone watching me as I stopped to look into the window of every violin maker’s workshop I found could be forgiven for thinking I was in Cremona to buy a violin. But the only one I was seriously considering was made of chocolate, and I saw it in a pasticceria near the duomo. I had no need of a new instrument, but I longed to know more about an old one, and so I had come to Cremona to see where the life of Lev’s violin began. I had read a few histories of violin-making by then, and older books generally named this as the place where violin-making had been reimagined, and the old-fashioned fiddles rasping out their music all over Europe had evolved into the sophisticated violins we know today. As I cycled round the little streets it dawned on me that Cremona was not only the beginning of the story of Lev’s violin: being there put me at the heart of the story of every great Italian violin ever made.

There were luthiers’ workshops, or botteghe, everywhere, but not all were at street level. When I saw one advertising its presence with a violin hanging from a first-floor balcony, I realized I must look beyond the shop fronts in obvious locations on main streets. I left my bike leaning on a pile of other bikes against a wall and began scrutinizing the brass plaques by big front doors to find the names of violin makers with workshops hidden inside palazzi lining the corso, or main street. Then I pressed my face to dusty windows concealing more workshops down small side streets. I even slipped through the back door of a bar and found a workshop cleverly hidden under a mountain of scrambling wisteria on the far side of a courtyard.

Luthiers lucky enough to work in premises at street level had lots of different ideas about the best way to use the space in their shop windows. Some dwelt on the golden era of violin-making in Cremona, turning their windows into early eighteenth-century drawing rooms, where violins balanced on gilded chairs were trapped in conversation with the plump cherubs lolling about on pedestals beside them. Other luthiers displayed their instruments alongside an apothecary’s-worth of antique jars containing the arcane ingredients used for making violin varnish in Cremona ever since the sixteenth century, and some just filled all the available space with body parts, so that instead of a complete violin, cello or viola, you saw only the pale curve of an unvarnished belly, beautiful scrolls or a half-carved back displayed among tools and a drift of pale wood shavings. Each workshop was different, but every one was the view into a tradition stretching back to Andrea Amati and the first chapter in the story of modern lutherie in the mid-sixteenth century. Lutherie, or liuteria, is the craft of making stringed instruments of any kind, and whether in Italian or English the word preserves the memory of a time when most of those instruments were lutes in either language. I have always liked the Italian habit of transferring the titles of ancient skills like this to new ones. Needing a haircut in Italy means a visit to the parruchiere, who would once have cared for your perucca, or wig, and an unfortunate incident in the car is followed by a bill from the carrozziere for fixing your bodywork, rather than your carrozza, or carriage.

I got up early after a first night in Cremona and rode my borrowed bike back into the city centre along narrow roads lined by the peeling pink and ochre walls of palaces, and under jasmine that tumbled from first-floor balconies, inviting the whole street to ponder its thick scent. I have read that most weddings in Cremona are between people who have lived in the city all their lives, and on that morning I had no trouble understanding why they might never want to leave that beautiful place.fn1

Violins and their culture seemed to penetrate Cremona at every level. The Museo del Violino in Piazza Guglielmo Marconi is dedicated to their history, and there were shops selling the wedges of mountain maple and the Alpine spruce used for making them, stacked in cross-hatched piles. When I picked up a piece of maple it caught the morning light and showed off its silky tiger stripes. The pile of spruce revealed many different shades of gold because, as the keeper of one of those pungent places explained, when cut spruce is exposed to sunlight, ‘it tans just like we do.’ As well as shops selling violin-making materials, there were tool shops and shops stocking ingredients for varnish, shops full of books about violin history and violins emblazoned on tea towels, fridge magnets and keyrings. Customers in that pasticceria in Via Solferino could choose between white chocolate (unvarnished) or plain chocolate (varnished) violins. And as if violins were not getting enough attention already, I found myself cycling down streets named Andrea or Nicolò Amati, Guarneri del Gesù or Carlo Bergonzi after Cremona’s greatest violin-makers, and across a piazza called Stradivari. The theme continued that night when I ate at Ceruti, a restaurant named after one of the last generation of eighteenth-century violin-makers in the city. I was the only customer for marubini, a circular pasta that is as old as Cremona’s oldest violins, for it has been stuffed with meat and served bobbing about in a bowl of broth ever since the sixteenth century. That night the Ceruti made its marubini with a surprising and delicious pumpkin and amaretti stuffing.

If you know anything about old instruments, you will think me stupid for not taking photographs of Lev’s violin with me to Cremona. That will be because you already know that a violin wears the colour of its varnish and the details of its carving as a bird wears its plumage, and, like good ornithologists, luthiers in Cremona can identify most Cremonese instruments at a glance. However, it wasn’t the identity of Lev’s violin that interested me. I just wanted to get back to the roots of its story, and find out about the luthiers who had transformed both the violin and a small city on the banks of the River Po, turning Cremona into an international legend that still has the power to draw musicians and dealers from all over the world.

Cremona is often referred to as the ‘birthplace’ of the modern violin, but when I visited the violin museum I found its curators adopting a much more diplomatic tone. They were careful to describe the violin both as the product of Andrea Amati’s genius and the logical conclusion to a slow process of evolution that had simultaneously unfolded in many places. For when Amati set to work in Cremona, there were already other craftsmen rethinking the violin down the road in Brescia, just as they were in the German town of Füssen, and in Poland and Bohemia.

If you could have analysed its DNA, you would have found traces of three different instruments in Amati’s modern violin. The first was the violetta, or old-fashioned fiddle. It began as a crude contraption nailed together from planks, with five strings that lay flat over its fingerboard and could only be used to play chords. Violette had been played on the streets of Italy ever since the Middle Ages, and their robust voices and rhythmic chords were also heard keeping time at the kind of dances that happened in fields, barns and piazzas. The violin’s other ancestors were the rebec, with its pear-shaped body, and the lira da braccio, which had two bass strings. Features from these three instruments had come together in plenty of violins, violas and cellos in Italy long before Amati came along. Should you ever get the chance to go to Saronno in Lombardy, you will find a likeness of the string family captured just before Amati got to work. They are the stars of a fresco in the cupola of the duomo painted by Gaudenzio Ferrari in 1535. His real subject was an angelic orchestra, but, unlike old-fashioned angels, who always played rebecs and lutes, his are modern thinkers, and they play a cello, a viola and a violin. Ferrari was a string player himself, so although he must have known the congregation gathered far below could never see the finer details, he painted the instruments with forensic precision. They are caught at the penultimate stage of their long evolution, showing off the narrow waists, overlapping edges and curved bellies and backs they inherited from the lira da braccio, and the lateral tuning pegs they adopted from the rebec. These instruments are already much more sophisticated than the violetta, for ever since the end of the fifteenth century, luthiers had been using glue instead of nails to fix them together, so they could move freely without cracking or coming apart at the seams. By 1530 luthiers were also carving out the wood for backs and bellies to give their violins thinner and more flexible bodies, and wedging a vertical stick inside, which made them stronger, and passed the strings’ vibrations more effectively between front and back when the instrument was played. These innovations made the violin more responsive to the player, giving it a generous, singing tone that was quite different from the coarse, old-fashioned voices of its ancestors. And yet this was not the end of the journey, because Ferrari’s portrait of string family members captured their likeness on the eve of transformation in Cremona.

Amati set up his workshop during the bleak days of Spanish rule in Cremona, a time of ‘darkest night’ in Lombardy, according to Stendhal, when the power of the Church was unassailable, and monks taught people ‘that to learn to read, or for that matter to learn anything at all was a great waste of labour’.fn2 Nevertheless, the city was always a magnet for artists, craftsmen and merchants, who all used the River Po and its tributaries as their trade routes. Its musical culture was nurtured by a love of the private concerts, or accademie, that were regularly performed in the palaces of rich families willing to pay composers and musicians good money for entertaining them. In other Italian cities you get so used to seeing statues of Garibaldi or King Vittorio Emanuele II that you scarcely bother to read the inscriptions on plaques beneath them, but not in Cremona. It was a breeding ground for talented musicians and composers, and its piazzas are guarded by figures from this pool of home-grown talent. Claudio Monteverdi’s likeness crops up all over the city. Born there in 1567, he became the greatest composer of his generation. Andrea Amati was still making violins while Monteverdi was a child, and it can be no coincidence that he grew up to be both a violinist and one of the first composers in Europe to write music specifically for instruments that were the talk of the town throughout his childhood in Cremona.

The city centre must have looked much as it does today when Amati was alive. The lovely Romanesque duomo and baptistery had both been there since the twelfth century, and the octagonal bell tower – known even in Amati’s day as the Torrazzo – was built in the thirteenth century. Most of the huge piazzas that I rattled across on my bicycle would already have been built by then, and so would the elegant Renaissance palaces lining the streets, the colours of their painted walls already marrying well with the weathered brick and pale marble of the older buildings. Although this backdrop to Andrea Amati’s life is still intact, we are clutching at straws when it comes to a backstory for the shadowy figure of lutherie’s great hero. Someone called Andrea, ‘occupation: instrument maker’, crops up in a city census of 1526, but who knows if that was actually Andrea Amati? Nobody, it seems. However, his full name is recorded in the local archives in 1539, when he rented a house in the city parish of San Faustino, and we do know that he lived and worked there for the rest of his life, and that his family held on to the house for the next two hundred years.

Nobody knows where Andrea Amati trained, but Cremona had always been home to woodcarvers, joiners and cabinet-makers because of its position on the River Po, a well-established route for barges travelling south laden with Alpine timber. The most accomplished woodworkers in the city carved the intricate decorations for the interiors of churches and palaces. They were often commissioned by the same patrons to make viols, the instrument of choice for amateur musicians among the aristocracy. Some people suggest that Amati began his working life in this way, accumulating skills that would become the foundation for his new career as a luthier.fn3

There is neither a contemporary biography nor a portrait of Amati – for who would have bothered with the likeness of someone as lowly as a craftsman in sixteenth-century Italy? Only a painter making his own self-portrait. And who among Amati’s contemporaries would have taken the trouble to record the biographical details of his life? Sixteenth-century luthiers had no one to champion them in the way Giorgio Vasari championed artists in his Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors and Architects and yet all we need to know about Amati is written into his work. Take the Andrea Amati violin on display in the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. It was one of a set commissioned in 1563 for Charles IX of France by his mother, Catherine de’ Medici, and its label describes it as the oldest surviving violin in the world. The commission alone is enough to tell you that Amati was at the top of his trade in Europe at that time, and yet the date on the violin also tells us that his success was not easily won. He was already about fifty-eight years old when he made it, and it had taken years of quiet and diligent work at his bench to achieve the international recognition that resulted in this triumph.

I had prepared for my trip to Cremona by going to the Ashmolean and seeking out Amati’s violin. Like so many of the violins there, it was once part of a collection of instruments donated to the museum by W. E. Hill and Sons, an unrivalled firm of violin-makers, restorers and dealers founded in 1880 in London by William Hill. By the time William’s sons, Arthur and Alfred, inherited the firm, they were becoming increasingly anxious about the welfare of the beautiful old Italian instruments passing through their hands to be repaired or sold. This was the inspiration for their altruistic plan to donate a collection of rare instruments to the Ashmolean, where they could retire from active service and be properly cared for. Discussions with the museum began in 1936, and the first instruments were handed over in 1939.

Small, neat and quintessentially modern, Amati’s violin lives in a gallery full of instruments we no longer recognize, built to play music we no longer hear. In this room full of ghosts it displays a level of craftsmanship and an understanding of acoustics that put it at the cutting edge of late-Renaissance technology. For sixteenth-century listeners accustomed to the gentle voices of viols, lutes and other old-fashioned stringed instruments, the relatively strident sound of modern violins could be deeply shocking. The English poet and playwright John Dryden captured the reverberations of this shock in his ‘A Song for St Cecilia’s Day’, a poem written in 1687 to celebrate the power of music and honour its patron saint. He describes the sounds of various instruments, and while he seems to accept the trumpet’s ‘loud clangour’ and the ‘thundering’ drum, there is something more ambiguous about his description of ‘sharp violins’ proclaiming:


Their jealous pangs, and desperation,

Fury, frantic indignation,

Depth of pains, and height of passion,

For the fair, disdainful dame.



Compare this to a description of the sound of viols written at about the same time by the lawyer and historian Roger North, and you begin to sense the contrast between their familiar, old-fashioned voices and the unsettling, modern sound that Dryden describes. Viols now sound like ‘a sort of harmonious murmur’, which North described as having more in common with ‘a confused singing of birds in a grove’ than with ‘musick’.fn4

The modern body of Amati’s violin glows with the biscuit-brown varnish that was his trademark. It wears the worn remains of King Charles’s motto curling like a banner around its ribs, and some of the gold and black of a painted pattern clinging to its back. Fine-boned and elegant, it has a single line of ‘purfling’ that neatly encompasses its belly and is drawn to the delicate points known as bee stings in its corners. This word is almost unknown outside the world of lutherie, but should you find the occasion to use it, ‘to purfle’ is ‘to decorate something with an ornamental border’. On a violin, purfling is the narrow strip of black-white-black inlay around the edge of the belly and back. As with so many features of Amati’s design, the purfling was both practical and aesthetic. Busy, hard-working violins can easily be dropped or knocked, and purfling has always been there as a buffer, designed to prevent the fatal spread of a crack from the instrument’s edge to its heart.

If you – like me – always lazily assumed that the sound of a violin came from its strings, think again, because of course the surface area of the strings on Amati’s violin was much too small to shift the air around them and make sound waves. The haunting voice of his all-new instrument was produced when the tiny vibrations from the strings were amplified by its body, which was just a resonating chamber made from wood, a box full of air. The vibrations passed first through the bridge that Amati placed beneath the strings, and then into the violin’s belly. By carefully carving out the wood for the belly he had made it so thin and flexible that it moved in time with even the smallest vibrations, amplifying them, and passing them on to the back of the instrument through a little wooden peg he called the anima, or ‘soul’. Belly and back now vibrated together, and the bass bar, a length of tapered spruce fitted along one side of the belly, picked up lower-frequency vibrations, so that now the entire body of the instrument was vibrating and churning out sound through the f-holes in its belly.

When Amati started work in Cremona, luthiers in other places were making violins in a variety of dimensions. He cut through this confusion and made it an established practice to produce violins of only two sizes. One was exactly the same size as the violin you will see if you ever go to the Ashmolean, and one was fractionally larger. The perfectly balanced outline of these instruments became the template for every luthier in three generations of his own family, and every other luthier practising in Cremona. What an extraordinary achievement – but that was not all. Andrea Amati also perfected a system for making violins that would be followed first by his own descendants and then by all the other luthiers who came to work in the city, so that even 150 years later Antonio Stradivari was employing exactly the same method as Andrea Amati had used to make his violins.

Amati built his instruments around an internal form or mould that he cut from a slab of wood. He began by gluing the instrument’s sides – or ‘ribs’ – around the curvaceous perimeter of the mould. As soon as the glue dried he removed the mould, and then the ribs became a template for cutting out the new violin’s belly and back. That’s the nub of it, the thing that makes Cremona violin-making different from other traditions. In France, for example, they use an external mould. This is a wooden template used to trace the shapes of a violin’s back and belly on to the wood from which they will be cut. While this approach produces an identical result time after time, Amati’s internal mould always creates a slightly different outcome, so that to this day every instrument made in Cremona is new minted, unique. Amati’s classical form for the scroll, or ‘head’, of the violin was another extraordinary technical achievement. His design brought all the angles and curves of the form together, creating the illusion that it was completely round, and this became the blueprint for scrolls carved by luthiers all over Europe.

Amati’s violin was perfectly designed to play late-Renaissance and baroque music, but by the mid eighteenth century its owner would have been struggling to reach the high notes and produce the volume demanded by the fashionable classical repertoire. If he could see his violin in the Ashmolean today, Amati might be shocked by all the changes made to enable it to play this new music, but without them his instrument would have become as redundant as the tool for some forgotten craft. Updating his violin involved removing the neck and replacing it with the longer one, set at a slightly steeper angle than the original. This made the instrument easier to play in the high positions demanded by classical composers, and increased the volume and projection of the violin’s voice by putting greater pressure on the strings. As time passed, these modifications were made to any violin worth hanging on to – and yet here’s an interesting thing about stringed instruments. It doesn’t seem to matter how many parts of the violin, viola or cello have been replaced, and it doesn’t even seem to matter if the shapes of their bodies have been re-tailored in some way. Just as the garden spade whose handle I have had to replace again and again will always be my mother-in-law’s spade, an Amati will always be an Amati, however many adjustments and alterations it endures.

Andrea Amati died in 1577, passing the business on to his sons, Antonio and Girolamo. Antonio had entered the workshop about twenty years before his father’s death, but Girolamo was around two decades younger than his brother, so that by the time he joined the business, Andrea was nearly seventy and Antonio was an experienced luthier of thirty-five. Antonio trained his younger brother, and after their father’s death they continued to work together, labelling their instruments ‘Brothers Amati’. After little more than a decade, however, Antonio broke free from the family firm and went off to set up an independent bottega, or workshop, nearby. Girolamo had no sons, and he might have thought of taking on apprentices at this point. However, there was already a strong tradition among the Amati of making business a strictly family affair, and so instead of looking elsewhere, he recruited two of his sons-in-law, Vincenzo Tili and Domenico Moneghini, to assist him at the workshop in San Faustino.

The Amati family continued to dominate lutherie in Cremona for well over a century, making violins into the stars of the musical world and laying down the principles of a craft that is still synonymous with the city. I had known nothing about them or the history of stringed instruments when I heard Lev’s violin for the first time, but now I had become a bicycling biographer to the violin family. I had studied every detail of its ancestry and visited its birthplace, where I found Amati’s 450-year-old system for making violins still being taught to lutherie students, and still being used in workshops in the shady streets and glittering palazzi all over town.




Musical People

How Violins Became Stars of the Musical World

Cremona was teaching me the musical facts of life: how violins were conceived and made. But what about the world they inhabited beyond the city walls? And how did they spend their days? This is what fascinated me now. I imagined violins emerging from the Amati workshop into a very musical world, because of all the tired old clichés about Italy one of the most persistent has it inhabited by people always on the verge of bursting into song. Like every other cliché, this one has some truth in it, for I remember being amazed by the sheer amount of music to be heard in Italy when I moved there for the frst time. Of course it came as no surprise that gondoliers in Venice sang, but I hadn’t expected to find singing taxi drivers in Rome, fruit sellers behaving like opera singers in Naples, or music drifting like smoke over the narrow backstreets of Florence during Il Maggio Musicale festival. Siena was my home in those days, and every time I piled into a car with friends and set off on a long journey, they would start to sing. Growing up in England, I had learned from an early age to keep my mouth shut whenever singing happened. Extraordinarily – to me – some of my Italian friends had voices no better than mine, and yet they sang with gusto all the way to the mountains or the sea. It took a while for self-consciousness to release its iron grip on my throat, but soon enough I was singing along to ‘Le Sette colline di Roma’, ‘Bella ciao’ and anything by Lucio Dalla – Italy’s own Bob Dylan.

All this made a profound impression on me, but it was a very dilute experience compared with Italy in the second half of the sixteenth century, when Amati’s violins emerged into a world so musical that it was almost guaranteed to appreciate them and explore the potential of their brand-new voices. In those days the Italian peninsula was divided into a series of enormous kingdoms ruled by foreigners, and tiny dukedoms, principalities and petty states that belonged to a few families, all jostling for power. This uneasy political situation meant that Italy was often torn apart by war, and yet, despite the bloodshed, plagues and famines that were war’s closest relations, Italian society was saturated in music from top to bottom. Out on the streets it was everywhere. Beggars swapped it for coins on corners, and travelling musicians scraped a living by summarizing the news headlines, setting them to music and performing them for a fee. Tradesmen, craftsmen and bands of mercenary soldiers all sang songs as distinctive as the tools of their trades or the uniforms they wore. These drinking songs, working songs and rousing patriotic songs added another layer of sound to the din in city taverns and the clamour of church bells on the streets, while beyond the city walls music echoed through the fields, barns and forests of the Italian countryside, where peasant farmers used local tunes and songs to ease the drudgery of their days, liven up their celebrations and mark every important occasion in the agricultural year.

Behind the massive doors of city palaces it was easy for violins to access a society in which men still modelled themselves on the perfect gentleman, immortalized by Baldassare Castiglione in his bestseller, Il Cortegiano (The Courtier), published in 1528. Among his many skills this ideal man could play several kinds of musical instrument, and violins soon formed natural alliances with rich and fashionable young men striving to be ever more accomplished. You started your training young in those families, and so violins also found their way into the hands of children obliged to take music lessons as part of their education. In some places – such as sixteenth-century Venice – people even seemed to value music above other forms of literacy, for while less than a third of wealthy merchant families in the city owned a book, it’s said that virtually all kept at least two musical instruments in the house.fn1 One of them would often have been a viol, long the instrument of choice among the upper classes. As the sixteenth century progressed, however, these large, flat-topped instruments gave up their privileged position to the fashionable, modern violin.

Amati violins continued to be the best in the world for well over a hundred years after they were first produced by Andrea in Cremona, and like diplomats they moved between the illustrious courts of Italy’s different rulers. Their music was a vital ingredient in the triumphalist, allegorical pageants and processions that ruling families used to celebrate their power and nurture magnificenza. This cult of magnificence was the dazzling blaze around the court of every ruling family in Italy, helping it to square up to its enemies, impress and intimidate its subjects, and convince everyone of its God-given right to rule. A banquet put on by the Este family in 1529 was a particularly beautiful example of the role of music in the chemistry of magnificenza. There is a vivid account of this musical feast in a book by Cristoforo Messisbugo called Libro nuovo nel quale s’insegna a far d’ogni sorte di vivanda (New Book in Which the Preparation of Every Kind of Food is Taught), published in 1549. As steward in the household of Cardinal Ippolito d’Este, Messisbugo was in charge of organizing the spectacular feast that the cardinal gave to celebrate his brother’s marriage to Princess Renée, daughter of Louis XII of France. The table music performed during the meal was the responsibility of Francesco della Viola, the aptly named court musician, a role for which he was paid as handsomely as the cardinal’s own valet. The party took place in 1529, a little too early for the modern violin. Consequently Messisbugo’s account serves as a wonderful insight into the arcane family of stringed instruments that existed alongside violins before
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